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Can The Use Of Online Learning And Reflective 
Journals Improve Students’ Performance For A 
Practically Taught Timber Jointing Module?  
 This question relates to a problem that we have with 
the first year students coming onto a fairly new Timber 
Product Technology Programme. 
 Level 7 Degree Programme started in Sept. 2011. 
 First Graduates in Nov. 2014.  
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The research question broken down. 
 To establish students’ prior background knowledge on 
starting this module and gauge any increase 
throughout the duration of the module.  
 To explore the use of reflective journals to find out if 
they can encourage the student to become a reflective 
practitioner and self directed in their learning. 
 To determine if an increase in background knowledge 
can improve the students’ abilities in practical skills.  
 To determine how early promotion of independent 
learning influences learners attitudes to their learning. 
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Action Research Project 
 Prior knowledge testing and re-testing: 3 cycles 
 
 Reflective Journals: 3 cycles. 
 
 Practical coursework: 3 cycles. 
 
 Student and staff surveys.  
 
 Staff observations.   
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The Classroom  
View from front of class View from back of class 
How can I use e technology to teach in this workshop  
environment? 
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Solution: Create a Website 
 Website was used to try and engage the first year 
students with online learning.  
 
 Methods of reflection and the benefits associated with 
it were also explained on the website. 
 
 Students work on reflective journals both from 
previous year and current year as worked progressed 
were included on the website.  
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 Prior knowledge testing and re-testing. 
 Students were given 20 short answer questions on 
approximately 4 topics. 
 Material in a wide range of different formats was 
uploaded to the website.  
 Students were directed to this and were expected to 
engage with this resource in their own time. 
 Students were re-tested on these topics after 4 weeks. 
 This cycle was carried out 3 times. 
 There were no marks awarded for these tests towards 
their module assessments.  
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Home Page  
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Weeks 1 to 4 
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Week 1 to 4 
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Week 4 to 8 
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Week 4 to 8 
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Week 8 to 12 
13 J.Byrne 2015 
Week 8 to 12 
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Exams Page 
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What is Reflection?  
    “Reflection is an important human activity in which 
people recapture their experience, think about it, mull it 
over and evaluate it.  It is this working with experience 
that is important in learning”. 
(Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985, p. 19) 
 
 Students were shown that keeping a reflective journal 
can be a very effective tool in developing learning 
because it can deepen the learning experience. 
(Schön, 1983: Kolb, 1984: Gibbs, 1998: Finlay, 2008: 
Visser, 2010).  
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Reflective Journals 
 In the academic year 2012/13, my colleague and I 
introduced using “Reflective Journals” to our then 
cohort of first year students on the TPT programme.  
 We wrote a paper on our experience (Byrne & Ryan, 
2013) on using reflective journals which we presented 
at the International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP) at the IT Sligo 
in December 2013.  
Coursework  Item  
Practical Journal 
1 A frame (six joints) 15% 5% 
2 Trinket box with veneered lid 30% 10% 
3 Table with turned legs & drawer 
30% 10% 
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Putting it into practice. 
 Scaffolding was used to instruct the students on the 
use of the journals in relation to their practical work. 
 The students need to be shown what to do, actively 
engage in what they have been shown, receive 
constructive feedback and then reflect on all three 
aspects before attempting a similar task.  
 Students were instructed to approach each timber joint 
in a planned sequenced way; this ensured that they 
developed their “cognitive skills” of reason, remember, 
relate and their essential “thinking skills” (De Bono, 
1995).  
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Reflective Journals & Coursework. 
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Reflective Journal on Slideshare™ 
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Introducing new  
Technology  
Methodology & Observations.  
 Students were also instructed on the importance of 
creating estimated timescales and actual time scales 
and the planning of their work on a daily basis. 
 Samples of student’s journals were displayed on the 
website.  
 Sharing their work in this way gave these students 
more confidence and they seemed to engage more in 
peer learning in the classroom environment, by 
offering opinions and advice to each other.  
 Students from the previous year did not show these 
traits.  
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Results from 1st Survey after Week 4 testing 
 Question. How confident are you about your online 
skills? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
0 5 10 15
Very
Reasonable
A little
Not at all
Cycle 1 
Cycle 1
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Results from 1st Survey after Week 4 testing. 
 Question. Which of the following devices do you most 
often use to connect to the internet? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 50% on their Laptop followed by 38% on their Smart phone 
0 5 10 15
Desktop…
Laptop computer
Computer tablet
Smart phone
cycle 1 
cycle 1
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Results from 1st Survey after Week 4 testing. 
 Question. Where do you most prefer to be when you access the 
internet? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 96% at home with one student preferring the library. 
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Cafe / Coffee shop
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Site Traffic for website from 24th Oct to 23rd 
Nov 2013 
Site is password  
protected so only  
these students have  
access to it. 
 
Students asked  
questions in the  
practical classes  
about material that  
they had viewed  
online. 
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Site Traffic for website from 24th Oct to 23rd 
Nov 2013 
Students still  
accessed the site  
after testing was  
finished as material  
provided could be  
used for another  
Theory based  
Module. 
26 J.Byrne 2015 
Results 
 These first year students had a better grasp on using 
the correct terminology in their journals than the 
previous year’s students.  
 Journals were used to give formative feedback; as a 
result, errors were corrected in subsequent journals 
which resulted in students receiving higher marks at 
the next stage.  
 Reading the journals also helped lecturers to identify 
problem areas that some students wrote about. We 
were able to revisit these areas and give further 
instruction as needed.   
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Results: Final class average results from both 
years 12/13 and research year 13/14. 
 
Table shows an increase of 22% on the class average 
for the previous year in Journal work.  
 
 Cohort of 12/13    26 students Class Average Possible Out of 100%  
Reflective Journal 11% 20% 54% 
Practical Work  49% 80% 61% 
Cohort of 13/14    22 students Class Average Possible Out of 100%  
Reflective Journal 19% 25% 76% 
Practical Work  49% 75% 65% 
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End of Presentation  
 Thank you for watching. 
 Have you any questions?   
 
 
 
 
 Contact Details  
 jennifer.byrne@dit.ie 
 Aidian.ryan@dit.ie 
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